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When the titles for these

anniversary

papers

were

publicized,

an

alumnus of the Seminary expressed apprehension at the selection of
subjects. He felt that the treatment of classical doctrines would be dis
missed
was

the contemporary Christian world as "obscurantist." There
sincere concern that we come to grips with the real hurts of the

by

world and the

church, and

not

just

run

the old "cliches

through

the

grinder again."
This astute minister makes

point which we dare not ignore. Our
the luxury of talking to ourselves in the

Lord does not

a

permit us
cloistered retreat of ivory tower while all around us the world goes up
in flame. Nor will our despairing society excuse such academic immuni
ty in the face of their burning woes. We are expected to be in the arena
where

people

live and die.

recurring task of clarifying our his
toric faith? Indeed, in this confused age of relativity, what is more
needed than a sure basis for human redemption� in this world and in
the world to come? If we can not speak a definitive word here, however
relevant we may seem in other areas, we have nothing to say that can
But is this removed from the

resolve man's ultimate

problem.

THE HEART OF THE GOSPEL

Crucial to the whole discussion of salvation is the doctrine of justifi

cation,

or

in the Reformation motif-"sola

fide," justification by faith

alone. Contained in its truth is the basic issue of man's state before God.
When

holiness,

cipal

dimension of grace, faith and personal
it lies at the heart of the Gospel. Luther called it "the prin

interpreted

in the

larger

article of all Christian doctrine, which maketh true Christians in

deed."^
*S. E. McCreless Professor of

Evangelism, Asbury Theological Seminary
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As used in

Scripture, the words "justify" and "justification" nor
mally have a forensic reference, closely related to the idea of trial and
judgment (Deut.25:l; I Kings 8:32; Matt. 12:37; Rom. 3:4; I Cor. 4:3).
That is, one is justified when the demands of the law have been fully
satisfied.
But how could this

ever

apply

We have all turned to

righteous.
requirements

to man? None of

us

is

inherently

transgressing the moral
of the holy law. Individually and corporately the whole
human race has come under the just condemnation of sin and death.
Obviously from any standpoint of merit or innocence, man can not be
justified before God.
Only then in the Gospel sense of pardon can this term apply to sin
ners. God simply by His own sovereign will
forgives our sin for the sake
of His Son who loved

our own

way,

death. In this

figure, Christ is seen as the
One altogether lovely taking unto Himself the judgment due a fallen
race. As our Representative He assumed our
legal hability when He
us

unto

suffered the consequence of
no

sin to be sin in

of God in Him"

(II

our

our

sin. The Father "made Him who knew

behalf, that

Cor. 5:2

we

might

become the

righteousness

1).^

By identification with the nature of His sacrificial act, we are de
clared just, and introduced into a state of righteousness. It is a decree
from the high court of heaven estabUshing an entirely new relationship
toward God. Both

changed

our

vh rough the

relation to Him and His attitude toward

cross.

God's nature is not

changed;

us

is

He is forever

But the way He looks at us is different. He sees us as we are
in Christ (I Cor. 1:30). In Him there is no condemnation (Rom. 8:1).

the

same.

person thus stands before God free of all sin. "Therefore
let it be known unto you, brethren, that through Him everyone who
The

justified

things, from which you could not be freed
through the law of Moses" (Acts 13:38, 39).
"Imputation" or "reckoning" is a term used to explain the way

believes is freed from all

Christ's merit and character is ascribed
that the

righteousness by

Christ's, and

is accounted

grace. Paul cites Abraham's

which

to

the sinner. The word

means

justified is not our own; it is
to the believer entirely by God's Word of
experience as an illustration of the principle.
we

are

barren, God told Abraham that he would have a son
though empirical reason seemed to the contrary. Yet the old patriarch
did not stagger at the promise of God, being fully persuaded that what

While Sarah

was

God said He would also

perform. "Therefore,

righteousness" (Rom. 4:22;

it

was

reckoned to him

as

cf. 3, 9. 23; Gal. 3:16; James 2:23; Gen.
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15:6). Accordingly, Abraham was made the father of many nations "in
sight of Him whom he believed, even God, who gives life to the dead
and calls into being that which does not exist" (Rom. 4:17). In the
same way, we are to believe when the
Gospel tells us that we have been
made righteous in Christ, who "was delivered up for our transgressions,
and was raised because of our justification" (Rom. 4:25).
Akin to this truth is the concept of "reconciliation" in Scripture.
Here the focus is upon bringing together two parties that were once
separated. The sin which kept us apart is now removed, for "God was
in Christ reconciling the world to Himself, not counting their trespasses
against them" (II Cor. 5:19). The resulting relationship is one of har
mony and friendship. "Having made peace through the blood of His
cross," we who were "formerly alienated and hostile in mind, engaged
in evil deeds," He has now "reconciled in His fleshly body through
death" (Col. 1:20-22).
The word "redemption" reflects much the same idea. As applied to
man, it means to buy back and to loosen the bonds of a prisoner setting
him free. Commonly the term in Jesus' day referred to the amount re
quired to purchase the life of a slave; or in a slightly different render
ing, it might be used in the context of ransom where a sum of money
was supphed as the condition of release. Relating this concept of Christ's
work. His blood is the purchase price of our redemption (I Pet. 1:18,
19;Heb. 9:12; Eph. 1:7; Col. 1:14). Through His cross we are ransomed
from death and hell (Matt. 20:28; I Tim. 2:6). The shackles of sin are
broken. Satan has lost his hold. There is a change of ownership. We be
long now to Him who gave Himself for us.
the

RELATION TO THE ATONEMENT

Running through all these
Christ. He died in

place.

our

tence of death. But in God's

Redeemer. The life
blood

on

the

we now

terms is the vicarious

We

were

amazing

sacrifice of Jesus

all sold unto sin, under the sen
love, Jesus offered Himself as our

have in Christ is

inseparable

from His shed

cross.

grace does not mean that God mercifully over
of no consequence. Such a view may have appeal

Forgiveness through
looks sin

as

if it

were

people who sentimentalize God's nature of love. But it has no validity
in Scripture. Sin as the repudiation of God necessarily invokes His judg
ment. Anything which scorns His nature can not be ignored. Something
to

must be done to remove the divine wrath incurred because

of sin.
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happen is represented by the term "propitiation," In
pagan religions, it usually had reference to what man could do to ap
pease the offended diety. However, when used in the Bible, it is God
who takes the initiative in removing His wrath, A gift is offered, but it
is God who offers it in Christ, He gives His blood. The gift is pleasing to
the Lord because it displays His own glory in that He sacrifices His life
can

for the creature of His love

Christ's blood

changes the whole nature of our salvation. God is seen
as both the subject and the object of propitiation. His wrath is removed,
not because we do anything, but because He did something. From be
ginning to end, it is a display of His sovereign grace,
God hates evil, but He loves man. His love blazes against that which
would destroy His beloved� a love so pure that it would not let us go
even while we were yet sinners, "In this is love, not that we loved God,
but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our
sins" (I John 4:10; 2:2; Rom. 3:25), Through the cross God discloses
His love in terms consistent with His justice and holiness. By making
Christ

giving

our

Substitute, He satisfied Himself while

at the

same

time for

us.

Regrettably, this concept of substitution is often ignored by modem
theologians. Some relegate it all to myth.^ A more common approach,
however, is to interpret Christ's death primarily as a revelation of love
or self-dedication. The sacrifice is not regarded as changing the relation
ship of God to man, but as furnishing the basis for an appeal to the

man-ward, not God-ward.^ A
creedal formulation of this moral influence idea, is the new doc-

sinner. The force of the
recent

cross

is directed

trinal statement of the United Methodist Church,

Certainly the cross does reveal God's love, just as it discloses Christ's
perfect obedience to the divine will. In recognizing this truth, howe.ver,
we dare not minimize the satisfaction of divine justice through Christ's
willing sacrifice on our behalf, John Wesley put it bluntly when he
said: "If, as some teach, God never was offended, there was no need of
this propitiation. And, if so, Christ died in vain,"^ The founders of
Methodism, as the Reformers and the most revered fathers of the church
universal, have all recognized the full, complete, and perfect sacrifice of
Christ for the sins of the whole world.
may be different, but at
covers it all. The "work is

and

living way

Interpretations of the atonement
its heart is the objective fact that Calvary
finished!" Through His blood we have a new

into the very presence of God.
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NEW LIFE IN CHRIST

More than

of

relationship is ours in this new freedom. Men
dead in trespasses and sins, not only die with Christ on the cross, but are
raised in the power of His resurrection to walk in newness of life (Rom,
6:4), With justification comes regeneration of the human personality
and adoption into the family of God, There is an actual change of char
acter in the heart of man through the impartation of the Holy Spirit,
change

a

Justification may be viewed as Christ for us; regeneration may be de
scribed as Christ in us. Though different in nature, both belong to the
miracle of conversion.
The Bible

speaks of this transformation as a new birth, "born of the
Spirit" (John 3:3-8); "born not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh,
nor of the will of man, but of God" (John 1:13; cf. I John 3:9; 4:7),
It is "a new creation; the old things pass away; behold new things have
come" (II Cor, 5:17), The old corrupted self is laid aside, and a new
self is put on, "which in the likeness of God has been created in righte
ousness and holiness of the truth" (Eph, 4:22-24).
Clearly something happens whereby the inner man is changed. This
does not mean that God destroys human nature and ability. Rather He
takes the natural powers of man and bends them to their true created
purpose: In this sense, Christ enables one to fulfill his destiny as a man

image of God (Col, 3:10,

created in the
His

Spirit

can

1

1). Only

a

person indwelt

by

live "for real".
soul embraces and

delights
in the holiness of God. To the extent that the heart is controlled by the
Spirit of Christ, the mind, the emotions and the will act in conformity
Renewed by this

new

principle within, the

to the divine will. Love motivates life
comes a

joy.

The love of God in turn

overflows love for his
with it

a

whole

brings glory

to

so

that obedience to the law be

moves one to

neighbor. Spiritual perceptions

new

God is

system of values
seen now as

comes

love himself which
are

heightened,

and

into focus. That which

the chief end of man.

indwelling Spirit exalts within the
believing heart. He is "all and in all" (Col. 3:11); not as some theological
abstraction or creedal dogma, but as a living Reality. There is fellowship
with a personal Saviour, a mystical union so real that Christ can be said
to live in us and we in Him (John 15:4; cf. 14:20; Gal. 2:20; Col, 1:27;
3:4). Through His indwelling Presence the fruits of the Spirit savor our
lives with something of His own life equality (Gal. 5:22).
Regeneration is only the beginning. Life in Christ is always moving
"on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God" (Phil, 3:
It all centers in Christ whom the
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14); growing
the

measure

in "the

knowledge

of the Son of God, to a mature man, to
belongs to the fulness of Christ" (Eph.

of the stature which

4:

13). There is no end to it. Whatever we may have experienced hereto
fore, the best is yet to come. What this implies is staggering to compre
hend. "Beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord," relentlessly we
are "being transformed in the same
image from glory to glory, just as
from the Lord, the Spirit" (II Cor. 3:18).
This process of conformity to Christ is called sanctification. It means
that God's Spirit is continually working within our heart setting apart a
for Himself. Like any surgical operation, the undertaking is not
easy. There are times of suffering and pain. As understanding of God's
will enlarges, misdirected areas of our present experience, including

people

disposition of self-centeredness, must be brought into harmony
with the obedience of our Lord. But through it all, we may be assured
that God is seeking our best interests. He intends to "present to Him
self the church in all her glory, having no spot or wrinkle or any such
thing; but that she should be holy and blameless" (Eph. 5:27).
The secret of this ever-expanding life in the fullness of the Spirit is
simply to walk in the truth of God's Word. "If we walk in the light
as He Himself is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and
the blood of Jesus His Son cleanses us from all sin" (I John 1:7). This
requires a daily yielding of our lives to His control. It is the attitude of
perfect delight in the Father's will. Why should we fear? He never makes
a mistake. And "all who are being led by the Spirit of God, these are
the sons of God" (Rom. 8: 14).
There is no doubt about it! For in Christ we "have received a spirit
of adoption as sons by which we cry out, Abba! Father!" (Rom. 8:15).
This is not some supposition of hope, but a direct witness of the Spirit
Himself with our spirit "that we are children of God" (Rom. 8:16). With
all other members of His family, breathtaking as it may seem, we are
now the "heirs of God and fellow -heirs with Christ" (Rom. 8:17).
Christians who do not rejoice in the assurance of their salvation are
surely an anomaly to the New Testament church. For the Spirit testi
fies through the Word that our sins are forgiven-they are nailed to the
cross (Col. 2:13, 14). Delivered from the judgment of the law, we have
peace with God (Rom. 5:1). Fear of the future is gone. The grace has
lost its hold. We have already passed from death unto life (John 5:24;
I John 3:14). We do not know all the circuitous ways that our faith
will be tested in this world, but we know Whom we have believed,
and are sure that He will keep that which is committed unto Him
our

carnal
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than conquerors through
separate us from His love (Rom.

we are more
can

8:37-39).
Little wonder that
ness.

an

Just to think that

air of celebration surrounds the

we are

united with Christ is

love-chosen in Him before the worlds

were

made

an

apostoUc wit

eternal bond of

(Eph. 1 :4;

I Pet.

2:4);

And whom God

"foreknew. He also predestined to be conformed to the
image
(Rom. 8:29; Eph. 1:5). In Him we "have obtained
an inheritance," that we "should be to the
praise of His glory" (Eph.
has
"He
made us to be a kingdom" (Rev. 1:16); "a chosen
1:11, 12).
a
race,
royal priesthood" (I Pet. 2:9); possessing in Christ "every spiri
tual blessing in the heavenly places" (Eph. 1:3).
What more can we say! God is for us! His infinitft desire to "freely
give us all things" can only be measured by His sacrifice at Calvary
(Rom. 8:32). Our finite minds can not imagine the "breadth and length
and height and depth" of such love. Yet, lost in its wonder, we know
of His Son"

that God wants to fill

us

with His fulness. And He "is able to do

ceeding abundantly beyond

all that

power that works within us"
GRACE AND FAITH

(Eph. 3:18-21).

All who beheve

we

ask

or

think, according

ex

to the

Jesus Christ have title to this

life, for it is en
tirely a gift of God. Whether only the elect have this enabling grace to
believe, as classical Calvinists contend; or as Arminians insist, God's
prevenient grace extends this ability to all men, the fact remains that
"God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that who
ever believes in Him should not perish but have eternal life" (John 3:16).
No other response to divine grace is expected. "As many as received
Him, to them He gave the right to become children of God, even to
on

those who believe in His Name"

(John 1:12).

atoning sacrifice of Christ "once and for
all" at Calvary is believed to be just that� it is offered and accepted as
my own. Saving faith is not an intellectual consent to the credibility of
His work, not a willingness for reformation of character; it is a com
plete reliance upon the Person of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, Who

By

this is meant that the

gave Himself for

me.

Such faith, of course, is
change of mind and purpose

accompanied by repentance� a complete
(Lk. 13:3; Matt. 9:13; Rom. 2:4; II Tim.
2:25; II Pet. 3:9). Until there is godly sorrow for sin and the willingness
to turn from its, one may question how geniune is faith. It is academic
as to which comes first. What needs emphasis is that both are cojoined.
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and flow

together from

the

gracious working of the Holy Spirit. The

penitent man knows that in his own merit he is nothing, and confes
sing his guilt and corruption, casts himself upon the mercies of God. In
this

feeling of helplessness and dependence he lives thereafter determinded to keep God's commandments.
Still it is God that makes it possible. From beginning to end redemp
tion is the drama of "sola gratia"
grace alone. Resolution of amend
ment, noble deeds, high morality, fervent prayer, self-denial, sacramen
tal rites� these good things are not unwanted by God; but finally noth
ing that man does himself can make him worthy of His Saviour's just
ifying act. We simply say yes to God's will. "For by grace you have
been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of
God; not of works, that no one should boast" (Eph. 2:8,9).
While evangelical Protestant theologians are agreed that salvation
comes entirely by faith, there is an interesting difference between Cal
vinists and Arminians concerning its origin. Calvinists, following their
view of the eternal decree, hold that the heart of man is "passive with
respect to that act of the Holy Spirit whereby it is regenerated.^ Only
after the heart is awakened by God's exertion of creative power can
the soul exercise saving faith. According to this position, a form of re
generation precedes justification, though in point of time it may be
�

perspective stresses that regeneration is accomplish
ed apart from human initiative, but it may also allow room for care
lessness on the part of those who are not inclined to repent and obey

concomitant. This

the

Gospel.

Arminians,
eration

are

on

the other

hand, beUeve that justification and

regen

two sides of the same coin. It is contended that faith

for

imputed by the grace of God, not the object of that
faith. Such faith is not regarded as having any personal merit. Rather it
is simply the free gift of God by which the righteousness of Christ is
appropriated.
In fairness to all these views, no one wants to minimize the obliga
tion to keep God's law. As James affirmed, "Faith, if it has no works,
is dead" (James 2:17; cf Matt. 25:34-46; Gal. 5:6). Even those like
righteousness

is

hard time with this passage still contend for faith
itself freely in obedience to the Word of God. That we

Luther who had

a

expressing
live entirely by grace in no way implies liverty to sin.
Something is wrong with any concept of justification which does not
result in holiness of life. We must take exception to those who insist
justification may be completely hidden with no evidence of personal
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transformation and outgoing concern for others. Such a view would be
in contradiction to God's redemptive purpose and creative
power. The

pietists, and later Wesleyans, rose as a protest to this kind of scho
lastic manuevering. However one may formulate a theological explana
tion for the divine act, the words of Isaac Watts express man's only rea
sonable response:
When I survey the wondrous

cross

On which the Prince of Glory died,
My richest gain I count but loss.
And pour contempt

on

all my

pride.

Were the whole realm of nature mine.
That were a present far too small:
Love

amazing, so divine
Demands my soul, my Ufe,
so

my all.

A LIVING EXAMPLE
The

relationship between justifying faith and transformation in Christ
can be seen vividly in the experience of John Wesley. For years he had
sought to know the reality of personal righteousness. Unsparingly he
devoted himself to attain God's blessing through works of devotion and
charity�he engaged in regular Bible study and prayer, entered into a
small group to seek with others holiness of life, observed frequent at
tendance at Holy Communion, visited the sick and those in prison,
gave generously of his means to the poor and naked, served as a minis
ter of the Gospel at home and abroad- but all to no avail. He still had
no assurance

of salvation.

spring of 1738 Wesley was convinced that the cause of his
"uneasiness was unbelief; and that the gaining of true, living faith was
the 'one thing needful.'
Still, as he put it, "I fixed not this faith in
its right object. I meant only faith in God, not faith in or through
Christ. Again, I knew not that I was wholly void of this faith, but only
thought I had not enough of it."^^
However, his honest searching of the Scriptures, and the supporting
testimony of the confident Moravians, finally resolved all his doubts.
He became "thoroughly convinced that a true living faith in Christ is in
separable from a sense of pardon for all past and freedom from all pre
sent sins," that this faith was "the free gift of God; and that he would
surely bestow it upon every soul who earnestly and perserveringly
sought it."
By

the
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Not

long

after this at

little

place on Aldersgate Street, at about a
before
his
was
fulfilled. While a layman was reading
quarter
nine,
quest
from Luther's Preface to the Epistle to the Romans, describing the
change which God works in the heart through faith in Christ, Wesley
a

said, "I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ,
alone for salvation; and an assurance was given me that he had
taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and

death."^ ^
This

simple, childlike trust in Jesus was the experience which Wes
ley so long had sought. Yet his "strangely warmed heart" was not kin
dled by emotional pleas. Listen to some of the words John Wesley
heard that day:
The work of the law is everything that one does or can do,
towards keeping the law of his own free will, or by his own
powers. But since under all these works and along with them there
remains in the heart dislike for the law, and the complusion to
keep it, these works are all wasted and of no value. That is what
St. Paul means when he says: 'By the works of the law no man
becomes righteousness before God.
." To fulfill the law, how
ever, is to do its works with pleasure and love, and to live a
godly and good life of one's own accord without the compulsion
of the law. This pleasure and love for the law is put into the
heart by the Holy Ghost. But the Holy Ghost is not given except
in, with and by faith in Jesus Christ. And faith does not come
save only through God's word or gospel, which preaches Christ,
that he is God's Son and a man, and has died and risen again for
.

our

sakes.

.

.

Hence it

.

that faith also makes

comes

the law; for out of Christ's merit it
makes the heart

be.

.

makes

glad

and free

.Faith, however,

.

us

.

to be both

is

anew

a

righteous and fulfills
brings the Spirit, and the Spirit

the law requires that it shall
divine work in us. It changes us and
as

of God

(John 1);

it kills the old Adam

and different men, in heart and spirit
and mind and powers, and it brings with it the Holy Ghost. O,
it is a living, busy, active, mighty thing, this faith, and so it is im

and makes

possible

altogether

for it not to du

whether there
rises it has

them.

.

new

.

.

are

already

good

works

incessantly.

It does not ask

works to do, but before the question
done them, and is always at the doing of

good
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Hving, daring confidence
a man

in God's grao3, so sure and
would stake his Ufe on it a t!. ousand times.

This confidence in God's grace, and knowledf of it, makes a man
glad and bold and happy in dealing with God and with all his

creatures; and this is the work of the Holy Ghost in faith. Hence
a man is ready and
glad, without compulsion, to do good to every
everyone, to suffer everything, in love and praise to
God, who has shown him this grace; and thus it is impossible to
separate works from faith, as impossible as to separate heat and
one, to

light

serve

from

fire.^^

The compact between saving faith and experimental righteousness
could scarcely be stated more clearly. Salvation was a personal experi
Not

the basis of

anything he had done, not because there was
any inherent righteousness of his own, but only on the basis of what
Christ had done for him through the cross. There was no diminishing
of good works, but now they followed out of love in grateful obedience
ence.

to

on

his Lord.

ALWAYS CONTEMPORARY
Modern churchmen may look wistfully to the witness of John Wes
ley and lament that things are different in the twentieth century. Ironic
the

thing when Petre Bohler first tried to
convince him of this saving reality. Even when he was persuaded that
it was the teaching of the New Testament and the experience of the
early Christians, he argued: "Thus, I grant, God wrought in the first
ages of Christianity; but times have changed. What reason have I to be
lieve he works in the same manner now?" He was only "beat out of this
retreat," he says, "by the concurring evidence of several living witnesses
^"^
who testified God had thus wrought in themselves."
His confrontation at Aldersgate erased all doubt. What the New Testa
ment and the "Hving witnesses" had taught him now became a personal
reality. To be sure, times had changed, but He found that the Gospel
of God's redeeming love is forever the same. "The same resources that
ally, Wesley thought

were

same

available to the first Christians

were

available to him. And the

same

'living,

available still for us, by the same grace of God and the same
busy, active, mighty faith' of Paul, of Luther, of Peter Bohler

and the

Wesleys."^^

resources are

This is the message of justification that is always contemporary. It
is a doctrine that must be experienced in the present with every gener
ation. Now it happens, its manner and mode, the cultural pattern it
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reflects is inconsequential. All that matters is that salvation by faith
in Jesus Christ become a living reality. This experience in turn motivates
the believer to proclaim the good news to those that have not heard.
The

constraining impulse to tell the story is seen on that evening
of May 24 when John Wesley burst into the room of Chai-les exclaim
ing, "I believe." The two overjoyed brothers, joined now in spirit as
well as flesh, lifted their voices in song. And in that union of hearts
we, too, can join a perpetual celebration of love.
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